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LUNCHROOM TO BOARDROOM  
ORAL HISTORY PROJECT  
INTERVIEW WITH ALICE HUGHES  
INTERVIEWED BY THERESE COLLIE. 
  
25 NOVEMBER 1991 
THERESA (COLLIE): This is Reel 6 and the date is the 25 November 1991 and the subject matter is From 
Lunchroom to Boardroom an Oral History Project for the Trades & Labor Council about women in the 
Labor Movement.  I'm interviewing Alice Hughes, who lives at 15 Mitcham Street, The Grange and her 
phone number is 356 3857. 
Collie: Alice can you tell me when were you born? 
 
Hughes: I was born 25 November 1918, in Charters Towers. 
 
Collie: So it's your birthday today. 
 
Hughes: It's my birthday today, 73 years of age. 
 
Collie: And you were born in Charters Towers.  What sort of schooling did you have there? 
 
Hughes: Just the ordinary State School and I went as far as scholarship and I finished my Primary School 
at a place called Chillagoe, where my Father had shifted to during the depression years.  And as for 
going on to do year junior or anything like that, well there were just no High Schools around and the 
nearest High School was the Cairns State School or the private collages and that, so that, if your Father 
was just a labourer and had a number of kids. 
Well these kids didn't have any chance of going to High school it was only the boss's kids that went away 
to College or something like that.  So that I left school and went to work straight away. 
 
Collie:  What work did you do? 
 
  
Hughes:  I went to work as a Bakery/Grocery business and I was just turned, not quite 14.  Just turned 14 
when I went to work there and my wages at that stage was 10 shillings a week and I worked there for 
about, until I got married and in those days that was back in 1939.  Married women had to retire from 
wherever they worked because there were single girls to take their jobs. But that was my first 
experience of what it meant to be a woman and discriminated against because I couldn't see why I had 
to leave my job because I was married and had a baby.  And the boss came down and asked me would I 
go back to work after my baby was about 6 months old.  And I think I could have possibly been one of 
the first married women that had the right to ride their bike home to breast feed their baby at 2pm 
because he wanted me to go back to him. I'd been there 10 months and I knew the store and he was an 
old chap and I sort of run the little business for him. But that's the first political argument that I came 
into contact with about married women working because the Secretary of the ALP who was a woman, 
and elderly woman much older than me as old as my Mother and she used to deal at this store where I 
worked.  She came in and said 'What are you doing working back here?'  Just after I had the baby and I 
said Mr. Murphy wanted me to come back and that was all right and she said you shouldn't be here.  
You're married now and you've got your baby and you should be at home looking after your baby and I 
said my Mother is taking care of my baby and I go home to feed it and so on and so forth.  Anyway, she 
said she would see the owner of the store to have me removed.  And of course, it was him that asked 
me to come back.  Because he couldn't get anybody that knew the business like I'd known it for 8/9 
years I'd been working there.  And he wanted to go away to Brisbane for his trips, you know, every 5/6 
months.  So he told her that was that, it was his decision and he would keep me on.  And she took her 
business away.  So that really was the first thing that started me thinking in terms of women, you know, 
and how women where treated and that lead on from there. 
I wasn't even a Communist and knew nothing about it.  But I started to get talking to a lot of the 
unemployed that used to come into the shop to get bread and groceries.  And I met a whole lot of 
socialist minded men who wore on the track.  Camping on the river banks and was in the process of 
discussing and talking with them that I started to get my first feelings about anything that was working 
class.  And then my brother greatly influenced me because he was going through the same sort of 
experiences as me but being a boy and although 2 years younger, he had more leeway than me in 
getting out to the pubs and things like that and talking and it wasn't very long before he became a 
Communist and in the illegal days and joined the Communist Party. 
 
Collie: Around what time was that? 
 
Hughes: He would have joined the Communist Party.  I'm not exactly sure of the year but I'd say it would 
be 1940/1941 and I followed on in 19erh, I was working with in the Party but I wasn't in it.  But I actually 
joined in 1942.  And I joined again, even right back then at a meeting of women's Communists.  Because 
I was starting to get keen about this question of why would I have to be working for 2 pound10 or 
whatever, it was a week.  When boys who weren't doing as much as me at the store across the road 
would be getting 3 pound something and that sort of thing.  What was the difference?  When I 
considered I was not only working in the store but doing the bookkeeping and all those kinds of things.  
And much more experienced otherwise why would the boss have wanted me to stay on, because he just 
left the whole shop to me.  So those sort of things were really worrying me then but of course when I 
started to meet people with Socialist politics. I started to meet some Communist women as well as my 
brother although he got me in the Party. 
It was the women that impressed me and one in particular whose name was Mrs. Peggy Hill.  And she 
was living in Cairns but she came up to the Party brought her up to Chillagoe to have "Cottage Lectures" 
we used to call them.  She came and she'd speak and I'd listen and look at Peggy and think, Oh! one of 
these days I want to be able to talk like Peggy.  I want to be able to do the things like Peggy.  She was a 
marvelous orator then, you know. 
 
Collie: Can you remember the first time you spoke in Public? 
 
Hughes: The first time I spoke in public was perhaps if you'd call it public was at this meeting of women's 
Communists, was held in Cairns and a woman Communist came from Brisbane.  Whose name was 
Nadine del Garno to address the women communists in that area.  That was the day I joined the 
Communist Party and again I was terribly impressed to see those women getting up and speaking about 
the problems of women and a lot about the war effort and what we could do to win the war because we 
were supporting the war against fascism then.  And various other things pertaining to women such as 
childcare and all of that and I'm sitting there and I thought to myself well I want to say something; and 
the first political speech I ever did was on this question of unequal pay for women and why did women 
have to do this and why did we….  And I can remember saying it for a few minutes and I got a bit of a 
clap and that was it.  I would consider that my first attempt, in speaking like that.  Well from then on I 
came down from Chillagoe because the party asked me to in 1943.  That was only 6 or 7 months after I 
joined the party to work in the district offices in Cairns for the Communist party and there was a man 
there who was trying to take care of 40 odd branches on his own.  And I went to work in the office and 
from there on I went on to; I was district treasurer in the district committee there and became a general 
organiser in that Cairns area and visit branches from Tully right round the Tablelands, Innisfale and met 
my old friend here, that's where I met Ivy. 
 
Collie: What's your friend's name? 
 
Hughes: Ivy Neilson, my friend who was the secretary of the Innisfale Branch of the Communist Party.  
And I used to go to Innisfale a lot from Cairns.  And Ivy and I attended our first political school that was 
organised by the Communist party at Alexandra Headlands, down here and we met other communists 
from all over the State.  There was about 20 of us there and Ivy and I were talking about it the other day 
and we were trying to remember the women.  You know that in those days, women were playing quite a 
role in the communist party anyway. 
And we had tallied up, how many women where there Ivy?  There were about 6 to 7 women out of 20. 
 
  
Neilson: More. 
 
Hughes: There could have been more, nearly half do you say, well nearly half of that twenty were 
women who attended that political school which was a state political school organised by the State 
Committee of the Communist Party.  So that, you know, that goes to show that the role women were 
playing not only in industry, had gone into industry, but within the political movements because within 
the communist movement anyway.  Because there reason for this was to; the Communist party had 
more members of the party in the armed forces than any other political party.  There were 4000, I think 
it was, that could be checked out, but I think the figure was 4000 communists within the armed forces.  
So that had deluded the party of male leadership. 
And it was during this period, I've got the figures there somewhere, where the membership of the 
communist party had increased where women were concerned.  It went from being a, a very small 
percentage up to about a third of the membership during the war years.  The membership of women 
within the communist party had increased so much.  And women came into their own right in Northern 
Queensland, anyway, I don't know, I've heard a lot of criticism in Southern States about that women 
weren't developed.  But we were in Northern Queensland, we were the Secretaries and not just the 
wooden water jerries, we really were the political leaders, in a sense, in those centres.  And there was 
quite a number of us that went to the district committee and quite a number of us were on the State 
committee of the party.  I went on the state committee of the Communist Party, it was either 1946 or 
1947.  And was on it right up until 1986, on the State Committee of the Communist Party.  And, in 
Townsville we had communist women.  Jean Shelley was the secretary of the Communist Party in 
Townsville, Gloria Feelan was a particularly well known communist woman and outstanding orator. 
She eventually became the research officer of the Teachers Federation in Sydney and she was really an 
outstanding orator, Gloria Feelan, she's dead now. 
So that there was a whole lot of women that; Karen MacDonald, another friend of mine that visited me 
just last week from Cairns.  Loma, yes she came on afterwards.  Loma Thompson.  But Karen MacDonald 
she was after I left Cairns, she became the secretary of the Cairns branch of the Communist Party and 
she was also the Secretary of the Union of Australian Women there for years and years.  And so you 
could go on, there was a whole number of communist women that I can recall that were quite 
outstanding not just activists, in making cakes, but they were a political force in the Communist Party 
too. 
 
Collie: What effect do you think women had on the communist party during that time and afterwards? 
 
Hughes:  Well, what effect.  Well let me say that what I'm saying now, on my own, are my own personal 
opinions.  I think that the Communist Party during that period did a good thing in allowing the women to 
do that.  There was another woman Kath Thomas who worked on the newspapers of the party.  But 
what happened at the end of the war with the Communist Party in my opinion was affected with male 
chauvinistic ideas.  
The same as any other political party.  We may have had more leeway in a sense, we may bave been 
developed more say the women in the Labor party were. 
I guarantee you wouldn't find the number of leading women ALP members leading ALP organizations 
during that period what you would in the Communist Party.  So from that point of view the Communist 
Party did a rather good job for that period of history.  But again being a male dominated party it had its 
weaknesses too, from the point of view of male chauvinism and also the very fact that we established a 
housewives organisation towards the end of WWII.  I think was incorrect because it assumed that's 
where our women were going to go.  We were going to go and organise housewives.  When the period 
of history was showing us, and it shows us now if we look back at statistics, that women, were moving 
into the workforce as such in their own right and that's where the Women's Employment Act and that, 
came in.  And as you asked me earlier in the piece.  That was why, that was introduced, because of the 
number of women that had moved into the workforce during the war years. 
 
Collie: What was the Womens' Employment Act? 
 
Hughes: Well, the Women's Employment Act was introduced by the Labor Government, the Curtin 
Government, because there were so many women that moved into some of the heavier industries, like 
oxy welders and that sort of thing, and the Land Army, Women Land Arm Girls and all that.  But our 
wages at that particular time, in many respects, wouldn't have been any more than about 50 to 60 
percent of the male rate.  I can't remember the exact figures but it was, I did have them, but it was 50 
something percent that was our rate of pay, during the beginning of the war.  Well, then that had to be 
changed.  So that was changed through the Women's Employment Act and that made industry pay 
women the higher rate of pay and some of the women even reached the 100%.  But generally speaking, 
it was 75% of the male rate, which was a big, like, 20% leap sort of thing.  So that women were 
everywhere and that would sort of explain to the Communist Party why, you know, women moved into 
the positions like that.  But then again, when the war finished as far as the communist party was 
concerned, a lot of the men came back and took their old positions.  And a lot of the women went home 
and had their families and babies and that sort of thing.  But some of us didn't.  You know, we're got to 
make that distinction, because I'm seen a thesis written by a lass here, a very good thesis on women in 
the communist Party, but I think she hasn't brought this point out.  There were a lot of us that never 
accepted going back to the kitchen.  We weren't going back to no kitchen, we never did.  And that's a 
whole lot of our leading women, they were the women that were on the State committee, like Gloria 
Feelan and Elna Arlot who just passed away the other day, 85 years of age.  And I've just written a 
history of her so that you can have that because she was a leading woman communist. 
 
Collie: And she still had children and raised family? 
 
Hughes: We raised families and we did not only, we did a double job, and many of us still worked in 
industry.  Many of our women still worked in industry but the majority of us were asked to build this 
women's movement.  And we say now that, that provided our women, all these wonderful women 
organisers, that developed during the war years, we then went on, built the Women's movement.  So, 
but building the Housewives Association, which we did first then, wasn't very long before there was 600 
members of the Housewives Association in branches from Cairns right down to Brisbane and quite a 
number in Brisbane and yet we, we based that organisations on housewives, when it was wrong 
politically, political thinking wasn't it, because the women were moving into industry.  And we should 
have at least been sort of saying well women are not gonna remain in the kitchens and why base our 
organisation on housewives, why call it the Housewives Association.  So it wasn't very long after that, 
only a few years, that we decided that we would build the Union of Australian Women. 
 
Collie:  When was that in? 
 
Hughes: 1950 
 
Collie: Right, and was that only in Queensland that, that happened? 
 
Hughes: No, that was a national move again by communist women.  And oh, really, I must say this 
because I want to bring out the history of the Union of Australian Women, because, we were following 
on from many of the European countries.  Because, in Italy, France , in England, in Czechoslovakia, but 
all those countries they were building Union, Union of French women, Union of Italian Women, Union of 
Spanish Women, Union of not Spanish women, still had fascism then, I think, I forget now.  But anyway, 
if you go through the history there, you'll see, see all of those organisations that, that came in to being 
at the end, right at the end of the second world war.  And where we were building the Housewives 
Association here, they were building there Unions of women.  So we quick smart woke up to that fact 
and we changed the name, we had a big conference, here in Brisbane, and and we'd worked within the 
Housewives association and followed the line that we would change our name to the Union of 
Australian Women, based around a programme on the rights of women and children and world peace.  
You know, they were the 3 most important questions that we saw.  Whereas, within the Housewives 
Association we were housewives, we did deal with questions of equal pay and some of those questions 
but we were doing a lot on prices and the economic things that, you know, that housewives would be 
interested in, so on and so forth.  
Craftwork , we used to do numerous organised craft classes which I hated, all the time you know, I'd 
come home of an afternoon, I was never been crafty and I'd have this scraggy old thing I'd have and I'd 
think "oh, gawd no".  
Through it to hell underneath the bed you know, and I'd think "oh, what am I doing this for" and I was 
doing it, because my conscience told me that, that was helping to take women towards socialism.  Well 
they were wrong theories in my opinion.  They were wrong theories and I think that although a lot of 
them, my women comrades don't agree with me on all these things, we've got different ideas about it 
but I sort of felt that we would have been better off, we women who've had that marvelous experience 
during the war years, we really did have a wonderful experience.  And were party candidates.  You 
know, elections and all that sort of thing and, and we would have been better off in my opinion if we 
had of turned our interests to the big bulk of women that were moving into the workforce.  And it took 
me until 1970 before I went to work in industry as such and I made that decision myself.  And I thought 
that the time has come and I was 50 years of age and I thought because it was in the back of my mind, I 
felt that's where we should be some of us, you know.  And that how I came to go work in the AMIEU, 
the meat industry.  So that's where I think we made some of our mistakes. 
 
Collie: Just before we leave the Union of Australian Women, what do you think it has achieved? 
 
Hughes: Well, after me saying that what I personally think about the Union of Australian Women, it has 
a whole more positives about it than the negatives because despite the fact that most of our women 
were working in there.  And we were somewhat directed and said, this is where we should be working 
among women, it was because, many of us had become really good organisers in the party organisation.  
And we really started to leave our mark on history in the women's movement because while the Union 
of Australian Women didn't deal with the question of sexuality, the same as the women's liberation 
movement did and that's another story and how that all fitted in, in the 70's, well the end of the 60's but 
nevertheless it has a militant organization that set out to develop women's politics within the Trade 
Union movement to change the attitudes within the working class.  And we did that.  For instance, to 
give you one example of importance I think was the question of International Women's Day.  Today, 
International Women's Day is I suppose, recognised everywhere.  
The Trade Unions, even the City Council when Sally-Ann was there, they used to have International 
Women's Day and it's celebrated all over the place, it just sort of; everybody just takes it for granted. 
You know that International Women's Day has been around for all the time, but that is not so, it was the 
Union of Australian Women again who restricted International Women's Day. 
International Women's Day had been celebrated here for a couple of years in the 30's but it never 
became firmly established. 
A few women would get together and that sort of thing but we set ours in the Union of Australian 
Women to make International Women's Day a day that would be… 
 
TERESA (COLLIE): This is Reel 7 and the date is the 25 November 1991.  This is From Lunchroom to 
Boardroom an Oral History Project for the Trades & Labor Council about women in the Labor Movement 
and I'm speaking to Alice  Hughes. 
Collie: And Alice I was just asking you about how the Union of Australian Women was involved in 
International Women's Day. 
 
Hughes: Well the Union of Australian Women was formed in 1950 and right from the word go, I don't 
know if it was 1951 or 1952 but we started to celebrate International Women's Day in or own right and 
we had big gatherings of women, organised by the Union of Australian Women, we could: 150-200 at a 
luncheon.  And deal with International Women's Day.  But we were determined that International 
Women's Day just wasn't a day for the Union of Australian Women that we wanted to bring its influence 
into the Women's movement and into the working class.  So that International Women's Day became a 
day for women, nationally all over the place and we knew that it would be the progressive women's 
organisation that would have to do that women themselves, some set out to do that.  And in the early 
years of its history, I think that it was either 53, that can be checked out, that the Union of Australian 
Women was responsible for bringing together an International Women's Day Committee and we drew 
together as many Women's organisations that were interested in it, which wasn't very many in the 
beginning but it grew and of course, the history of International Women's Day has gone along in leaps 
and bounds and as everybody knows now, everybody wants to celebrate it.  Any Women's organisation 
recognises International Women's Day. 
For instance, one of the things that we wanted to do was bring the question of women and their 
problems into the Trade Union movement to strengthen the Trade Unions movement on the women's 
issues and we saw International Women's Day as a way we could do this.  Not only saying this is, 
International Women's Day, it was formed in 1912 or what, and where it came from and who formed it 
but we wanted to do it from the point of view that in dealing with International Women's Day, we would 
be dealing with the issues of women as they are affected here in our country and for us here in Brisbane 
as they affected women here.  But one of the big problems was women in the trade unions and if you go 
back in history on women in the Trade Unions you will find that women had practically no say at all back 
in the 50's.  Practically none.  There wouldn't be a woman on the Trades and Labour Council.  Go 
through the Unions you wouldn't find any women in the leadership anywhere, I didn't know of any with 
the exception of the theatrical.  There was a woman there I think, but anywhere else no.  Even by this 
time.  Women had moved into many of the industry.  Such as the meat industry a whole lot of women 
were working in the meat industry and it was one of the first industries that accepted the right of 
married women to work.  There was a big campaign on that.  And so there was women in a whole lot of 
industries but would you find them in the Union Leadership, not at all.  They just weren't there. 
 
Collie: But you were involved in the meat Industry Union.  How did you become in that? 
 
Hughes: Well, that was another, 20 years on and by that time, I sort of; the Women Liberation 
movement had arrived on the scene in the end of the 60's and I'm speaking from the point of view of 
the experiences of our Union of Australian Women members and women here in Queensland, it 
wouldn't be the same in every state but from the word go, here in Brisbane when the women's lib hit 
the scene, we and particularly the Communist women within the Union of Australian women realised 
that although we'd worked round all these issues of women we had not dealt with the question of 
sexuality.  And we were just sort of waking up to the fact that we'd been led up, a bit of a garden path a 
bit on this question. So we through our full weight behind the Women's Liberation Movement.  In fact, 
the early Liberation Movement met in the Union of Australian rooms and we organised schools for them 
you know, the young women libbers. 
Collie: Where were these rooms? 
 
Hughes: In Anne Street, we were there for 1957, right up for 20 something years and so that the 
Women's Liberation always knew that could come to our rooms and we had a great rapport with them 
and we through our weight behind the women who were demanding the right to drink in bars.  We 
marched with them and all that sort of; we were part of that movement.  So that and by that time, I 
thought well I'd been in the Union of Australian Women as a State Secretary for 23 or whatever years 
and I just sort of felt that I wanted to experience women in industry, I wanted to get right down, even 
then I thought well the Women's Liberation and all that wasn't getting down to the grass root level of 
women and I don't think they have as yet and I don't think a lot of the women's organisations have as 
yet really got down to the grass root level of women in industry.  You know, and that is still a big task 
facing the women's movement and the Trade Union movement here in this country, in my opinion.  So I 
thought well I'd never worked in a factory or an industry in my life.  I'd always done office work and that 
sort of work but my brother suggested that maybe I should try the meat industry, because he was 
secretary of a job, a meat job which was the BORWICKS at Murowi. 
 
Collie: What's your brother's name. 
 
Hughes: Dick Anear and he was the Work's Secretary on that job and he'd been working in the meat 
industry since the 50's and this is keeping in mind 1972, that I'm talking about now when I went in.  So I 
was a bit hesititant and I said will I be able to do the work, I was 50 and thought I might not be able to 
do that heavy work.  And he said "Yes, you'll be able to do it.  There are lots of women down there, your 
age and younger, come down."  So I went down and had to stand at the gate to get my seniority.  I'd get 
picked up today and not tomorrow and picked up the next day until eventually I got on as a permanent 
casual and got established in the packing department at that shed.  And there were a whole lot of 
women.  All the packers were women, and that was the only section mainly that they worked in.  They 
couldn't be slicers which was the next classification to us and used to work to the side of us and we 
could do their work to, but we weren't allowed to be slicers and I very soon found that in that industry 
at that particular time.  The women packers and the labourers were on what they called "day rate" 
wages which was a low rate but the slicers and the boners and the slaughtermen and all them, were on 
piece work but their wages, while we're all handling the same amount of meat working in the same 
tables in the same rooms.  And here we were on about approximately, I'd say about a third of the wages 
of a boner, so it wasn’t very long before I could see millions of things that could be taken up you know, 
as far as women were concerned and it sort of vindicated my thoughts early in the piece that you've got 
to be down there at the grass root level to know how to help to organise women around the problems, 
that they have themselves.  It's all very well, we used to go down, this is where you probably asked me 
that question before about when I used to go out, set speech and talk.  I'd go out and do a set speech 
and talk about International Women's Day and the question of equal pay.  I could rattle it all off and that 
sort of thing.  And I used to think that sometimes the women are not particularly interested but when I 
got to work on the job, I could talk about International Women's day but what was the important thing 
for the women on the job.  The important thing for them on the job was that there rate of pay was right 
down here and the blokes standing by the side of them, doing the same work almost was getting two 
thirds more.  And the fact, that they had everything opened and shut.  They had nice safety boots to 
work in, they had safety helmets to work in, they had knives and all that gear.  We had none of that, our 
gear our knives.  There used to be a bucket put at the end of the boning room and the women; I was 
wondering why the women were rushing up the end of the room so early in the morning.  And it was to 
get up the best knives out the bucket.  So they'd be able to cut their meat. 
We'd have all the left over knives and so one of the first things I did when I became delegate; I wasn't a 
delegate for 10 months after I was there.  And another thing I did, because the women knew I had been 
secretary of the Union of Australian Women.  They also knew that I was a well-known Communist. 
 
Collie: Did they treat you differently because of it? 
 
Hughes: No they didn't.  But they treated me with a little bit of.  They kept away.  You know, they kept 
their place, if you want to put it that way, I don't mean they kept their place in a derogatory term but I 
had to, I had to I would say get to know that industry.  And I decided that I wasn't going to put my name 
down for any delegates jobs until I knew that industry which was nearly 10 months, and I didn't do it.  
They came and asked me to do it.  And they came and asked me to do it, was because the job delegate 
who was a woman had given it away, she couldn’t do it any more and handle the blokes that she was 
the delegate for too.  And at that time I was speaking on mass meetings on equal pay and those issues, 
where all the workers would get together.  And the women came and asked me "Would I be their 
delegate?" And then I said yes, I was just waiting to be the delegate.  But I felt they had asked me and 
that was important to me, it really was.  Because, and then, well, you'd have no idea, we had our own 
dining room and instead of having our, say shed meeting, our packers meeting, say once a week or once 
a fortnight.  I made a practise, of having every dinner hour, was meeting time and I had my little bit of 
lunch at 10am, morning tea time.  So that when diner time came I'd say OK and girls, they'd say don't 
say girls but everybody called one another girl.  So I was girls too.  And I say alright girls what about we 
have a bit of discussion about what we think we should do and raise at the Committee of the Board of 
Management at the Union in the shed.  Because I used to go representing the girls to this meeting.  And 
there be representatives from the different departments.  And it was at those meetings at the Board of 
Management of the Union on the job that we would raise and say, you know, that the packers have got 
this problem and that problem.  So it wasn't going to be me to raise it, I wanted the women to.  And I 
knew there was millions of them.  Well you have no idea.  That first board of management, they said 
"Jesus Christ" the blokes says.  They were waiting to get home and I was waiting for the last.  And I had a 
note book full of all these things.  Ah, their scratching their heads and so on and so forth, and as a result 
that department in the union.  You'd say what questions did I raise.  Well equal pay was one of them, of 
course, because we were still on the 75% and developing the campaign further.  That's another story of 
how we made the blokes come out in support of our equal pay campaign by going on strike for 24 hours.  
And they didn't want to and all that business.  But what issues were there, why shouldn't the women 
have boots, why shouldn't the women have knives of their own, why shouldn't they have a pouch, a 
safety pouch to put their knife in, why shouldn't women have mirrors on the wall in their dining room, 
why shouldn't we have our uniforms properly ironed and so on and so forth.  There was just dozens and 
dozens of those simple questions which the women were concerned about.  You know, and it was by 
taking up those questions which were easily won.  No question, easily won.  We'd said to the 
management, we'd have discussions with the management at our Board of Control and they'd say, "Oh 
yeah that's aright, if the women have their knives, make sure that they don't take them home.  You 
know, that if they loose them, they'd have to pay for them".  And I said fair enough, because some of 
them would take them home, they were good knives, you know.  Anyway, so before very long, we had 
everything that the blokes had.  In fact, with somethings we were miles ahead of the blokes, in the 
departments with the amenities that we had.  And then the blokes get sower on us, "the women get 
everything" but it was only because we were better organised.  Well then, on the question of the more 
important things, such as the question of equal pay.  We were on 75% of the male rate in 1972 and it 
wasn't until 1974, again the Labor Government, the Whitlam Government introduced the, ehr no, the 
Commission, it was the Commission, ehr the Commonwealth, the Judges, you know, the Arbitration 
Commission.  They introduced equal pay as such after the Whitlam Government got in, because the 
Government had been pushing out for it.  And they recognised the ILO convention on equal pay. 
 
Collie: And that was in 1972? 
  
Hughes: Yes, the Labor Government did that, see.  Or, no a bit after that I think, they recognised, 
previous governments had never recognised the ILO.  We were one of the few advanced countries that 
had never recognised the ILO. 
 
Collie: What's the ILO? 
 
Hughes: Well the ILO conventions, the International Labour Organization on equal pay which 
recommended that all countries, that all Governments should support that resolution on equal pay, but 
our Government would never ratify it.  And never did, until the Labor Government came in, the Whitlam 
Government.  Well, then it wasn't until, I think it was maybe 1974 or thereabouts that the Arbitration 
Commission, the Commonwealth Arbitration Commission, was the name I was trying to think of, four 
judges or three judges on that, recommended that equal pay had to be introduced into the whole of 
Australian industry but it wasn't as automatic as that, we still had to get our particular industries and our 
unions covering those industries to apply for equal pay, so it was a big campaign on, particularly in the 
meat industries where we were militant section.  
You know, and the Board of control and the women made sure that it wasn't just the women that were 
pushing out for it, it had to be supported by all the various departments.  Like the boners and slicers, the 
slaughter floor, the yard gangs, the tuller house and so on.  There was a whole load of departments, 
over 600 workers in that job.  It was like a little country town.  Anyway, so we had a few hassels along 
the way, well actually, "I don't see why we should go out with you Sheilas for 24 hours stoppage, we do 
a days pay" and I'd say, yes we'd been doing a bloody weeks pay, a days pay, a years pay at our rate of 
pay, all the time.  And why shouldn't you support us and everytime they went out, we'd have to go out.  
And so, in the end it was just automatic.  And it just goes to show with ideological struggle and you've 
got the union behind you on these issues, you can change ideas.  And we did, we changed the ideas of 
males.  And so we had to; our union had to go to court on the basis of this decision of the commission, 
and despite the fact that we'd been given equal pay nevertheless the commission based our rate of pay 
on the lowest possible labourers rate in the industry.  So that while our rate of pay went up 25% or 30% 
or something like that, we were still miles behind the pieceworkers.  And then we started to wage a 
campaign then, to have the women come up to the rate of the pieceworkers and have new 
classifications made.  And we were well on our way to winning that, and it was won shortly after I left 
the industry in 1978 or 1979.  But all the work had been done around it, you know, we'd done all that 
work and Dick Anear had become the Secretary of the Union.  Very soon the women's rate of pay went 
up, almost equal to that of the slicers.  But then, I was very sad about all that, in someways because 
we'd been working on that for a few years and getting, you know ahead, on it, right throughout the 
state.  When I got notice to say I was finished and I had to resign.  And I couldn't believe it, but it was 
because I had turned 60.  And that women in the meat industry had to retire when they were 60 and 
men were allowed to work until they were 65.  Well, that was the straw that just about broke the 
camel's back for me.  Again after all these years of struggle and talk about humiliation and all that sort of 
thing.  And human rights were coming up, I going to speak about this in a week or so time.  It was a 
terrible thing to think that I had to walk out of that job; by the way I didn't walk out of that job, I just 
said to them I want a notice to say, that I'm sacked, because I had ideas of taking them to the courts, 
see, which we did later on and didn't get anywhere because they reckoned it was like opening up 
Pandora's Box, at that particular stage of history.  And noboby wanted to do anything about 60 year old 
women. 
 
Collie: Did you have support from the workplace? 
 
Hughes:  Well, this is interesting too, because on the workpIace I was telling Ivy Neilson here about that 
the other day.  The workers again, after all that work I'd done on the Women's question, on that job and 
we'd done a lot, as that tape will, you'll know.  The shed again was divided right down the centre on the 
women's question and just as it had been divided on the equal pay early in the piece, on the right of 
married women to work.  We'd won all that and here we were again divided after all that work of 
militants and that in there on the right of married women to retire the same age as men.  And what 
were the arguments they'd say to you.  "Ah, you Shelias are lucky, you want to consider yourself lucky, 
you can retire at 60 we've got to work on to 65".  But they didn't take into consider that they had an 
extra 5 years to qualify for their long service leave and all those questions.  So I had to leave that shed 
with no long service leave because I hadn't got my, hadn't even got my pro-rata in.  So I left that shed 
after all those years with my holiday pay and my weeks pay.  And there were still men there who were 
67 and 68 years of age.  My friends, my militants that I worked with.  And they and they never 
introduced that 65 age limit to them.  And the only thing I can think of that, that they would make it 
apply to me was because I was becoming a real force in that union.  And Dick Anear had left there and it 
looked like, that I would, I'd won the confidence of the workers, and it looked like I was going to become 
the secretary of that shed, which would have been a big thing in the meat industry.  Probably the first in 
a big meat shed like that for any women to become a secretary.  Anyway, I didn't have the priviledge of 
doing that because I used to take over Dick's job if he was away and that sort of thing. You know.  So I 
reckon that was the way the company had to get rid of me. 
 
Collie: So it was the men who didn't support you and the women who did? 
  
Hughes: And some of the women too.  The backward ideas that women had.  Don't think that every 
woman who works in industry know their rights and all that sort of thing.  Sometimes their ideas are 
more backwards than many of the men.  And it's a whole process of education and so on and so forth, 
that has got to be done, particularly with women in industry.  But, once you'll find, well I did anyway, 
once women understand what the issues are, they'll stick and their fight and their terrific.  You know, 
terrific workers. 
 
Collie: So was that the worst experience of your involvement with the union? 
 
Hughes: Well, it was the worst experience with the union because at that time, the union was divided on 
ideological issues.  And in the latter years of the meat industry, a whole number of meat workers got 
together and formed what they call the meat Workers Reform Committee and this was to bring militant 
leadership to the union.  And I was well up in that movement, you know, real active in it, my brother and 
we had dozens and dozens of, all over the state we had our organisation.  Leadership of that union at 
that stage were opposed to it.  Well anyway, we stood in the elections and we knew we had the support 
right throughout the state.  But when the election results came out, not one of our members on the 
ticket which was 20 something, or I forget how may of us, that stood all the different positions.  
Organisers and committee management members and state secretaries and district secretaries and all 
that.  Quite a big ballot you know and taking in mind that the meat union at that time, I think had the 
fourth highest membership of any union affiliated to the Trades and Labour Council.  So it was a big 
union and anyway, not one of our people got on. 
 
Collie: This is reel 8 on the 25 November 1991. This is the From Lunchroom to Boardroom Oral History 
Project and the TLC about women in the labor movement and I’m talking to Alice Hughes. 
C: And your telling me about the reform committee? Was it the reform..? 
 
H: The Meat Worker’s Reform Committee was a movement that developed from the rank and file in the 
meat industry. Not only here in Brisbane but throughout the state and that came about because the 
rank and file members wanted more say in their union and they wanted to stand their own teams and 
all that sort of thing. So I was part of that movement, I joined with a whole lot of other members. 
 
C: Not one member of your team was elected on this ballot? 
 
H: We stood a whole team for the election at that particular term or whatever it was, ’74 or ‘77or 
whatever, I can’t remember, but in the 70’s. And when it was all worked out and the ballot was over, we 
hadn’t won a position so that was a very strange situation to think the militants within the Meat Union 
wouldn’t win a position. So we took it to the industrial court on the basis that our ballot was rigged 
because in that particular period in our history the union itself was running the ballot, but we reckoned 
it was rigged. And anyway we took it to court and over a period of two years of court cases and so forth, 
the judgment was given to us that it was rigged and a new ballot was ordered and this time it was run by 
the Australian Electoral Office. Well as a result of that ballot, a whole lot of members won positions and 
my brother won.., he defeated the standing state secretary of the union at that stage and he became 
the state secretary, Dick Anear, of the union. As well as we won the assistant secretaries position and we 
won.., we had a woman organiser and I won a position on the Committee of Management and so on. 
And right throughout the state we won positions in the Central District and the Northern District and so 
on. So that was the situation you know within the union. Well then, Dick Anear took on the secretary’s 
job, that’s what coincided with me getting the sac because it was pretty evident that they could see that 
we could clean the Boswicks out of the militants like another old member had retired, he left and he was 
a great militant on the Board of Management. Dick Anear was going as state secretary, these are all 
reasons I see, not only me but others too and so I was sort of there and I could have been the thorn you 
know, that sort of thing and rather than let me stay there they introduced this business of sixty years of 
age, so that’s how I got out of the meat industry. But again we were talking before about what was the 
attitude of the workers on the job and the attitude of the workers on the job was that they were 
divided. Even some women said ‘oh well there’s unemployment started to develop’ and that sort of 
thing and it was ’78, ’79 and that’s right in the meat industry I’m talking about because the production 
wasn’t as good as what it was in the early seventies, it had dropped back. There wasn’t as many you see, 
so get rid of the oldies that sort of thing you know. So that came into it and a whole lot of backward, 
male chauvinist ideas in relation to women you know all come to the floor again. 
 
C: Can you remember a specific incident at this time? 
 
H: One of the most, the worst I spose union meetings I’ve ever had to do was about two or three 
months after I was sacked and I never resigned and the union was trying to keep me there, parts of the 
union, not the leadership that was then but Dick Anear had come into the leadership of it and we took it 
to court and one of the commissioners was the.., one of the old chaps had been on the commission for 
equal pay and that day when we gave our evidence and the company was opposed to it you know, 
women had to go at sixty and the commissioner said that his sympathies were on our side but he 
couldn’t judicate on it because the AMIU was a federal body, it was a federal award therefore, this case 
would have to be taken up by the federal body of the union and we couldn’t even get the state body of 
that stage of the union to do it  you see, we were doing it, Dick,  my brother and another organiser in 
the union and myself if we’d taken it, so it had to be done the correct way to fit in with the federal 
award. So as a result of that he advised that he would be back in town here within a fortnight and he 
knew that our federal secretary, who was Mr Fred Hall was coming to Brisbane on another matter and 
that he would advise us to have Mr Fred Hall take this matter up in the court then. And all the 
indications were that we would have won that but again we couldn’t convince the leadership to do 
anything within that fortnight and so it lapsed and following on that. You say one of the worst parts in 
the mean time it was still going on like  this for about three or four months and I was invited to come 
back again to Boswick shed to a mass meeting workers to discuss the case, and because I hadn’t been on 
the job for two or three months you see all the ideas couldn’t be answered. All the old backward ideas 
had come to the floor again so when I go down there and my brother wasn’t even there and the 
president couldn’t handle it and there was a lot of tension in the meeting, so I just said to him let me 
have the mike and I will do it myself and we got into it and it was on for young and old, but still the 
meeting was divided but a majority thought I should have the right to go back but they couldn’t make 
that decision. 
 
C: What did you say to the meeting? 
 
H: Well I dealt with the whole question of the rights of the women, not only on equal pay I discussed 
how we had won that and how we should be united and while this might be an issue concerning me, 
and that it was difficult for me to deal with my own personal things but still it was their issue and it was 
a very heated meeting and I was drained out by the time that I had finished. And considering the fact 
that we went off to an old comrades funeral that afternoon and I spose it was the most stressful day 
that I had ever put in, in my life. But anyway, following on from that, what happened about that, I think 
it was Commissioner Goff said it was opening up Pandora’s Box and from there on I took it to Equal 
Opportunities Committee that hadn’t been long in existence then, I forget the name of the man that was 
in charge of that, so I took my case to him and he was sympathetic but he couldn’t not so anything in a 
practical way. They could give sort of ideological support but what could they do about it they had no 
teeth, as the saying goes, wasn’t worth a cracker, other than saying you’ve got a case sort of thing. Then 
I took it to... my brother was secretary at the time and they had a woman by the name of Jan Marsh 
who was their first woman court advocate I think she was, the ACTU. So I sent all my material down and 
all the all the case that we had taken to the court in front of Commissioner Goff and I never heard 
another word about it. So by that time, time had gone on and I had reached the end of my tether and I 
can’t struggle anymore you know, that was it and since then and because of that struggle, Quentin Bryce 
will tell you that now they can’t do that to women because of sexual inequalities and all that sort of 
thing and there has been a number of women of sixty years of age that have won big amounts thirty and 
forty thousand dollars for being wrongfully sacked. And I spoke to Quentin Bryce and another woman 
that came up from NSW one day to see if I could do anything then but being seven or eight years gone 
by and I couldn’t claim because it was seven years or on or something but I missed out anyway. 
 
C: And Quentin Bryce’s position was? 
 
H: Very good 
C: No, what was her role? 
 
H: At that stage she was working for the, what was the first position she had with the Commonwealth 
Government? You know Quentin Bryce, she’s got a position now organising this thing on Human Rights 
Week, next week, but at that stage she was on all this question of equal pay and all that sort of thing for 
women and  they had held this meeting in one of the Commonwealth little rooms social services 
department there in Adelaide Street and I saw it in the paper and I went in and they were talking about 
discrimination against women based on age and that meeting and there was four or five speakers, Elaine 
Darling and Quentin Bryce and this woman I can’t remember from Sydney and the case they were 
talking about was my case so they didn’t know I was there, so I just hopped up and said it was me and 
then I had a talk with them afterwards about would I be able to do anything to know whether I could get 
some retribution from Thomas Boswicks and Son. 
 
C: Were they with the Office of the Status of Women. 
 
H: Yes, Office of Status of Women, that’s what I was trying to think of. How could I forget that, that was 
her position. Office of the Status of Women and they were very sympathetic and very good. But there 
has been several cases that’s been dealt with through the Office of the Status of Women that women 
have won and have got large amounts. 
 
C: What about one of the best experiences in all of your work. Can you think of one triumph, victory or 
just a general…? 
 
H: One of the things that I can remember and it goes right back for thirty odd years that had a very big 
impression on me, that made me look further afield. I was sent to an International Conference of 
Women in Copenhagen and I was the delegate from the UAW here and there was ten women that left 
Australia to go to that conference, including the very well known Trade Union woman, Flo Cluff, who’s 
dead and there is a book written about her, biography. 
 
C: What’s her name? 
 
H: Flo Cluff and she was in the delegation that I went with and her and I went to China afterwards and I 
got to this conference in Copenhagen with my delegates from Australia and there was two thousand 
women at it and they came from a hundred and something countries you know all over the world and I 
don’t know how many days I sat there with tears rolling down my cheeks with some of the 
underdeveloped countries making women and children and gee, you think we’ve got problems what 
about them. I think that was the greatest experience at that age in my life, in my thirties to sort of see 
these two thousand women from all of these countries, a hundred and something countries who were 
struggling for the right’s of women and peace in the world and I thought, gee what we were doing was 
part of the great movement and that I suppose would have been a turning point for me in my thinking 
and that and made me see things in a much broader perspective that it wasn’t just our struggles here 
that the women struggles here, the women struggles overseas, the struggle for peace is part of that and 
that we cant departmentalise things too much in the struggle for rights we have to see that its part two 
of a movement that human kind hasn’t entirely won yet. 
 
C: Where do you think the women’s movement is now Alice? 
 
H: Well I’m not deeply involved in the women’s movement over the last few years but I do keep a bit of 
a finger in the pie. I’m not real active in the Union of Australian Women but I attend various functions 
and the Seaman’s Committee and that and I really think the women’s liberation movement that 
developed at the end of sixties and the early seventies was a wonderful thing. It did more than anything 
I know if you were asking me as any other experience, it was another experience that I put as top 
priority happening as far as women are concerned. I change the whole complexion of women’s 
struggles. But now I think that has gone back a bit, gone back from the point of view that we’ve got 
women here and women there and so on and so forth. There is a paper that has just been produced, I 
have the clipping in there to do a speech on it for next Monday week. I can give it to you afterwards. 
Where they are pointing out that despite all of the struggles that have been done by women, we’ve got 
women here and women there. We’ve got the status of women’s committee and all those kinds of 
things which is very good and a big advancement on what I went through anyway and others. But where 
are women today? Women today are still behind the eight ball. For example, women’s wages are still 
miles behind that of the males. And again it all comes back to the women of the industries and the trade 
unions where the women’s liberation is not getting to yet and its got to the top and I think it may be a 
bit too intellectual wise, you know what I’m talking about? Without taking away all the things that they 
have done and introduced and that ‘s wonderful, Germaine Greer and all those things but there is a big 
job to be still done by the progressive women’s movement and I don’t care who you call it and what it is, 
to get their ideas right down with women in the grass roots level. 
 
C: There is a distance in between women in positions and rank and file unionists? 
 
H: I think so and that was very early in the piece. I had an experience when I was working at Boswicks 
when the women’s lib was on the scene and I was actively working with them and I was job and of 
course because I worked at Thomas Boswicks and Son they would always pick on the people, the 
women who they knew were in it and say well we want a meeting down there and I was dividend about 
ringing some of the women I knew in the movement, I was wrong I spose, I thought they would drive the 
women away with the way they used to talk. So in the end I though oh well so I met them and I said well 
look and I tried to very gently tell them where these women were and what we were struggling around 
at the time and maybe they wouldn’t understand some of the things they were going to talk about that 
day and they had a talk not up, but down at the level that the women understood and anyway this 
meeting took place and sure enough the women started to play cards some of them and I had 
intervened and I said ‘hey listen cut it out you don’t insult our speakers that we get down here, you 
listen to what they are saying’ and I said they are trying to tell us about International Women’s Day and 
all that sort of thing and the girl that was speaking said ‘God’ she said, ‘what did we have to come down 
here for?’ and after they went I said, geez I was ashamed of us and they all suddenly sat there and held 
their heads, and I said it’s terrible, I said you know we’ve got to understand I said what these women are 
all about, I said there doing a hell of a job for people like us to. So that’s the way I got to be able to talk 
to them but you know I don’t think there is enough of that done by the women at the top, cause they 
may be doing it now I may be a bit behind the times but I still had that feeling. 
 
C: Have you always found yourself caught between the top and the bottom so to speak? 
 
H: To a certain extent sometimes. I have always been a grass root level worker. Mostly, Ivy could verify 
some of this I spose, at conferences at that sort of thing I always dealt with the mass issues and or tried 
too. As well as deal with the political issue, the policies of the party or whatever union I was working in 
but I always knew that if I was going to get anywhere that you had to get down to grass root level too. 
To me that was the most important part of our work, or people’s powers they call it now, I really believe 
that. 
 
C: Is there anything else you’d like to add Alice? 
 
H: Just a little bit on the Union of Australian Women, you know I think the Union of Australian Women, 
its work over the years has done a tremendous amount on issues not only in relation to women but the 
broader issues. For example if you want to take the development of the peace movement here in Qld, 
leading up say to the Vietnam War and all that, the Union of Australian Women and the women’s 
movement as such again played a very important part of the peace movement. The first Stockholm 
Peace Appeal most of those, …thousands and thousands of those signatures were collected by women 
so that women have been the greatest fighter for peace and the peace movement and they did a lot 
more than many of the trade unions, you know they led the way, they showed the trade unions on the 
question of International Women’s Day, well it was the women’s movement that took that into the 
Trade Union movement and to other women’s organisations. On the question of childcare if you want to 
go back to the early days of our childcare programs and our program of working women, which I’ve got 
in there. All these issues that we take for granted now, where all part and program of the Union of 
Australian Women. When the trade union’s had no programs on those issues such as childcare and 
education, equal pay and so on and the biggest weakness of the Union of Australian’s Women’s work in 
that regard was that we weren’t dealing with the question of the sexuality of the women. It took 
women’s liberation to introduce that, but then now the Union of Australian Women is playing their part 
on the abortion issues and all these things and I spose when you look back in history, I spose what forty 
odd years, it was formed in 1950, and the attitude on these questions were not talked about much were 
they Ivy and I think we had a very progressive program that we didn’t have if we had had the question of 
women’s sexuality linked in with it or to see that the personal is political or the political is personal sort 
of thing more, it could have gone a lot further, but it has been a very active organisation that has 
introduced  a whole lot of things of the rights of women and the status of women to the community in 
general and I think it did a lot to change the attitude of the women’s organisations that were affiliated 
to the National Council of Women and they wouldn’t accept us, we were barred, the Union of Australian 
Women, it was a terrible situation back in those days and they called us Communist Women’s 
Organisation, which we weren’t we are Communist in it, and we were the driving force I spose you could 
say but it was a very broad organisation. There was hundreds of members and we had branches right 
throughout the state you know that we would be apart from the CWA, we would be as big as any other 
women’s grouping and more down to earth things than they were. But they were very anti-Communist 
periods you know, Cold War sort of thing and they held us out on a lot, but now because of the patience 
and the consistency of the Union of Australian Women they done a lot to break down a whole lot of 
those things and to introduce into the general women’s movement some of these progressive issues for 
women. 
 
C: Where do you get you dedication Alice? 
 
H: My dedication, oh I don’t know, as a Communist I have never regretted despite what has happened in 
Europe now I cannot say that I have regretted any of the work that I have done and that my 
convictions… 
 
